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This paper is based on the corre-
spondence of artists Domingos António de Sequeira (1768–1837) and 
Francisco Vieira Portuense (1765–1805) and other epistolographic 
documents concerning them. In those days correspondence between 
Portuguese artists was scarce. The set of documents under study refers 
to the active and passive letters exchanged between artists and their 
respective patrons or liaison officers during their training period in 
Rome. In Sequeira’s case, I have included letters to and from his family 
exchanged at the end of his career.
The main participants in the correspondence were as follows: 
Portugal’s ambassadors to Rome, João de Almeida de Melo e Castro 
(1756–1814) and his successor, Alexandre de Sousa Holstein (1751–
1803), the Jewels Keeper of Queen Maria I, João António Pinto da Silva, 
the consul in Genoa, John Piaggio, and officials from Portuguese lega-
tions, José Pereira Santiago,4 Luís Álvares da Cunha, Augusto Molloy, 
and Abbot Gaetano Ceni, besides other actors in this range of influence, 
like Secretary of State Luis Pinto de Sousa Coutinho and the Bishop of 
Macau – the recipients of works sent to Lisbon by the artists – and even 
official Manuel de Figueiredo. The close relationship between Domingos 
Sequeira and João Pinto da Silva and between the former and Vieira 
Portuense and João de Almeida de Melo e Castro, even after he left the 
legation, is particular evident.
The Ancien Régime’s personal ties system is reflected in the hier-
archical relationships between artists and patrons, much more important 
than the correspondence among peers, usually constrained by competitive 
rivalry.5 The two artists were no exception to this. Living in Rome at the 
same time, their correspondence denotes a vigilant courtesy, illustrated 
by several examples. Vieira wished to conduct his studies quickly “so not 
to be surpassed by Sequeira,”6 informing João de Almeida how his rival 
was required to acknowledge the value of his work: “The copies that I 
am sending you are of Herodiade [Guido Reni] of which Sequeira was 
forced to say in public that I had copied them well”7 whereas Sequeira 
told the same interlocutor: “Vieira is curious about what we are doing 
but so far he knows nothing.”8 In his letters to João Pinto da Silva, João 
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“On this occasion I would like to inform you of a letter Sir João de Almeida sent me in which 
[...] he tells me that I should think about returning to Lisbon [...] in order to set up a Portuguese 
school there.”
Letter from Domingos Sequeira to João Pinto da Silva2
“I must tell you that here in Lisbon you will have little to do as there is no taste for painting, and 
consequently painters here do things of little merit, such as painting walls and ceiling frescos […] 
and besides only a few portraits are made, a style which I am unsure you will be up to.”3
Reply letter from João Pinto da Silva to Domingos Sequeira3
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During their training period, one notes the 
repetitive use of supplication and gratitude formulas 
in the letters sent to their interlocutors, in accordance 
with the protocol praxis of the ties system dominant 
at the end of the Ancien Régime. The letters denote 
the artists’ strategy to establish a good relationship 
with the court and its representatives, particularly 
with government officials on whom they depended, 
ambassadors accredited to Rome, their administra-
tive entourages and other officials in a position to 
influence their routine as students. They made con-
tinuous demands for financial and logistic support, 
provision of pensions or their increase, allowances, 
bonuses, etc., together with protection requests 
and testimonies of veneration and gratitude, which 
reflect the courtesy in use at the time. The content 
of the letters varied little, whereas their interlocutors’ 
answers combined reprimands and recommendations in a patronizing 
manner, illustrating their legitimate authority in return for the protec-
tion granted. It is important to forsake this mise en scène and extract the 
information that is important for this study. These exchanges illustrate 
two clear aspects. Firstly, patronage had obvious advantages materialized 
in the offer of works, such as copies of specific paintings kept in Rome’s 
galleries; secondly, the well-known and much requested involvement of 
patrons in selecting themes for the works of invention, a subject that 
will be addressed further on.
Artistic training
Domingos Sequeira and Vieira Portuense coexisted in Rome 
between 1789 and 1795,13 the latter extending his stay in Italy until 
1796, with long sojourns in other cities, namely Parma. Both artists 
underwent similar training. They had an initial education at the Royal 
School of Drawing (Aula Pública de Desenho), created in 1781, and prac-
ticed under the guidance of local master painters, in accordance with 
the usual workshop training practices.14
In Rome, the first stage involved choosing a master who would 
provide guidance and supervise progress. Portuense became a pupil of 
Domenico Corvi,15 and Sequeira studied with Cavallucci and Nicola 
La Piccola,16 also attending Corvi’s life drawing classes. Accordingly, the 
early correspondence of the young students illustrates their practice 
of observing the work of the great ancient and modern masters. Direct 
contact with these works allowed artistic training that was not available 
in Lisbon and motivated them to attain a goal that alone justified the 
trip to Italy. Just after arriving they made study visits to the collections. 
The letters reveal a comprehensive dedication to those practices, which 
included making copies in loco, which was mandatory and a first step 
de Almeida analysed Sequeira’s attitude towards Vieira 
“whose rivalry has no limits,” adding that “the emula-
tion between the two rivals has triggered their amaz-
ing progress.”9 
Their careers ran in parallel and in 1802, back 
in Portugal, they were simultaneously appointed as 
royal painters. As they became renowned artists, their 
correspondence was repeatedly scrutinized in the 
specialized literature. Thus, given the scarcity of letters 
exchanged between artists for the period under review 
and the fact that most of the sources used were pub-
lished extensively in the first half of the last century, 
this article used transversal methodology and com-
pared the available information with international 
data, which permitted reordering ideas and analys-
ing the information in a new light. In fact, the per-
sonal experiences of Domingos Sequeira and Vieira 
Portuense complemented each other, gaining new 
importance when subject to a comprehensive analysis, particularly dur-
ing their stay in Rome in the late eighteenth century. Comparing these 
experiences with those of other nations will allow a better understanding 
of the situation in Portugal, putting it in context and providing new data 
that will help consolidate the dominant views and/or illustrate the dif-
ferences when comparing them with Rome’s cosmopolitanism in that 
period.
Music first
The first surprising note is the hierarchy of values shown in the 
diplomatic correspondence. Hiring Italian musicians and singers for 
the Patriarchate and the royal theatres was a priority, whereas news 
concerning would-be painters was secondary.10 Sopranos, contraltos, 
and tenors were the main topic in most of the correspondence, over-
shadowing those devoted to the visual arts. This became a major topic 
in the letters exchanged between Domingos Sequeira and his main 
patron João Pinto da Silva, as the epigraph introducing this paper 
attests reflecting a national specificity. Joaquim Machado de Castro, 
the founder and head of the Lisbon School of Sculpture (1770), noted: 
“In Portugal, the influence of a malign and destructive star reigns over 
Fine Arts!”11
Not wishing to expand on the Portuguese arts situation, it is worth 
mentioning the role of drawing in the hierarchy of the national élites’ 
preferences, including the royal household. Taking this into account, 
this paper examines the training and affirmation periods of Domingos 
Sequeira and Vieira Portuense and the progressive secularization of their 
artistic creations, expressed in their approach to new pictorial genres,12 
while referring to a less studied topic, which is their ideological stances 
as they supported new ideas, from Nationalism to Liberalism.
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From artistic training to artistic performance
In this learning process, choosing the most appropriate logis-
tics was equally necessary. Portuense rented a “painter’s studio” near 
St. Anthony’s Church of the Portuguese26 to devote himself to “original 
pieces [...], which is what Corvi wanted, and fewer copies.”27 Having 
a personal workspace was a step forward in the artist’s autonomy from 
the galleries and the master’s workshop. It also marked the beginning of 
an activity that combined the fulfilment of orders and offers to patrons 
with the opportunity to create pieces for the local market. In Sequeira’s 
case, Pinto da Silva considered this progress premature and earned him 
a severe rebuke:
I believe that you intend to sell, at a good price, the panels that you 
are painting there and at the same time, you ought to Remember the 
great Alms and respect that you owe to Her Majesty who wishes you 
to improve in an Art that might be useful to you and your Family, with 
which you might honour the Nation. As your friend I advise you to 
exempt yourself from greed or any other Roman ambition and to take 
from that Court only what may useful for your advancement and no 
other things usually attributed to Italians.28
The analysis of the correspondence concerning the two artists 
allows concluding that Portuguese students going to Rome did not 
have to meet certain requirements – there was no sort of prix de Rome 
like in France – nor were there any regulated work plans, as established 
in 1758 by the Academy of San Fernando in Madrid for Spanish stu-
dents.29 The granting of scholarships was based on the assessment of the 
artists’ merit by their patrons, originating the personal ties typical of the 
end of the Ancient Regime. However, the activities described indicate 
that the artists came to Rome with a basic training that enabled them 
to evolve from making copies in the galleries to producing original 
pieces just a year later, while attaining acclaim in the academic compe-
titions. The letters also tell us who their masters were, the usual forms of 
payment (“mexas”),30 and the interference in their training, suggesting 
substantial freedom of action and choice. Conversely, the correspond-
ence exposes the close supervision to which they were subject by court 
stewards who were in touch with the masters and observed the works 
produced, releasing regular information on the artists’ behaviour, aca-
demic progress and on the teachers’ expectations of their evolution.
“Divine or profane?”
The creative process also reveals another form of interaction 
between the students and their promoters over the choice of works. 
Who defined the subjects? The language used discloses the artists’ flex-
ibility and careful research of their patrons’ preferences, which, ulti-
mately, constituted a substantial sample of the domestic market, proba-
bly the main destination of their future production.
to assess candidates for their dexterity and quickness in performing 
the exercises. To enable this it was necessary to ensure access to the 
main collections in the galleries, which presupposed tipping the guards 
watching them during their work. Vieira even denounced the excessive 
zeal of the custodians who forbade taking any drawing compass meas-
urements.17 These works were normally sent to the artists’ protectors, a 
procedure repeatedly mentioned in the correspondence between Vieira 
and João de Almeida.18
The correspondence described the visits to the Colonna and 
Corsini galleries and allows identifying some of the copied works, and 
the aesthetic guidelines of the artists and of their patrons. The cop-
ied painters were Guido Reni, Guercino, Domenichino, Gerardo de la 
Notte, Correggio, Schiavone, and even Raphael, namely through a copy 
made by Sassoferrato.19
Besides these exercises in Rome’s galleries, the two artists also 
reported visiting other Italian regions, initially on the outskirts of 
Rome, where they practiced other genres, from topographical notes 
to landscape painting, followed by excursions to more remote areas “to 
draw the most exquisite things,”20 or “to watch the art galleries and 
ancient monuments for [...] better education.”21
They also undertook live drawing classes,22 as this part of the train-
ing was difficult to obtain in Portugal due to the lack of local regular 
model classes.23 It was a core academic exercise in the training path of 
young artists to enable them to proceed to the next level, which was 
to create original works and not just copies, a pre-requisite stressed by 
their masters and also transmitted to Lisbon by legation officials.
Regarding the grant of a hundred escudos given to Domingos 
Sequeira “for studies of the two large paintings that he would paint on 
the service of Her Majesty,” Pereira Santiago informs Pinto da Silva of the 
need to increase support to the artist, owing to the fact he had changed 
from copying works in galleries to making pieces of his own:
The orders I received from Your Excellency, which I have followed, [...] 
did not belong to this class, as they referred to copies from art galleries, 
and not to original paintings, which require specific studies, as I was told 
by the teachers.24
Participation in painting contests was a particularly sensitive point 
in assessing the students’ learning progress. Prize winning played a 
major role in the correspondence, and being granted academic status,25 
a logical result of the recognition gained within Rome’s artistic circles, 
was also celebrated. Sequeira described his experience extensively in 
his letters to the Jewels Keeper, including the picturesque procedures 
of the competitions, the prize awarding ceremony, the ceremonial after 
election at the Academy, etc., offering an interesting picture of artistic 
everyday life in Rome.
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to secular topics like landscapes, gallant scenes, allegories, and histori-
cal paintings. This had already been done by the previous generation 
of students in Rome, led by Francisco Vieira Lusitano (1699–1783),40 
although with little public acceptance. This support was only actually 
achieved in the enlightened environment of the last quarter of the 
century through people like João de Almeida and Alexandre de Sousa 
Holstein.
The scrutiny of themes of the national painting production is a 
clear rebuttal of this development and applies equally to Portuguese 
sculpture students in Rome, as attested when comparing José de 
Almeida’s solely sacred productions (around 1708–1770) in the reign of 
King João V, with the almost exclusively profane of João José de Aguiar 
(1771?–1841), a contemporary of Vieira and Sequeira in Italy.
The seventeenth-century tradition,41 which prolonged the ortho-
doxy of the Tridentine Catholicism during much of the eighteenth 
century,42 helps understand Portugal’s situation within the interna-
tional context. The attempt to reconcile Portugal’s backwardness with 
Rome’s artistic cosmopolitanism is evident between the lines of the 
correspondence.
Nationalism and Liberalism: Heroes and Ideas
The correspondence also allows learning about the artists’ personal 
initiatives, despite the chosen themes not deviating from the strategy 
to please their patrons. It is in this context that Sequeira’s work The 
Miracle of Ourique was created. In a letter to António Pinto da Silva 
dated 3 August 1791, he described the theme he was developing:
A broad composition of figures in a painting that I am determined to do 
for Her Majesty, representing King Afonso Henriques, the first king of 
Portugal, listening to the voice of Jesus Christ and viewing 
a group of angels before giving battle against the five kings 
in Campo de Ourique.43
There was no mention to instructions on the 
theme and the guidance that Sequeira requests 
from the Jewels Keeper refers just to the size of the 
painting, asking whether the prince would like the 
painting to be ‘large or small,’ and suggesting the first 
option “a big composition painting would look bet-
ter in a larger proportion.”44
This work has multiple meanings.45 It marks 
the artist’s emancipation from making copies, rep-
resenting his first creation of historical paintings, and 
introduces a nationalist slant in this genre, anticipat-
ing his rival Portuense46. The theme also places us 
at the ongoing ideological transition. As a first step 
in historical painting of a Portuguese theme, it has 
The letters show a decrease in the hegemony of sacred themes and 
a progressive experimentation with new genres. Sequeira, proposing to 
do a painting for prince D. João, writes that he will await court sugges-
tions for “something that would be of his liking”, indicating “whether 
it should be Divine or profane.”31 He paid attention to the receptivity 
to his work, seeking to find out the “feeling” it caused in court so that 
he could ‘adapt’ his next creations.32 Examples of this include:
I’m waiting for the response to my question to you about the next paint-
ing [...] in order to do something that might please you. [...] Will Your 
Excellency please let me know the kind of painting you wish so I can 
better comply with my duty.33
Portuense seemed more inclined to expand the themes of the cov-
ered genres. In a letter to João de Almeida he proposed sending “an 
original panel representing an amorous subject”34 and, another time, 
“some joyful composition of mine which might have more accept-
ance.”35 On a different occasion he mentioned sending two landscape 
paintings to the bishop of Macau, adding: “And if you wish something 
of this genre all you need to do is ask.”36 His will to please his patrons 
is evident and in some cases he required written instructions to better 
comply with the orders:
I would also wish to start the allegorical panel Abbot Ceni has mentioned 
[...] however, I would need an accurate written description of the order, 
clearer than the one that was sent to me, which was quite confusing.37
It is in this context that João de Almeida, in a letter to Pinto da 
Silva, mentions he requested a new work from Sequeira to be sent to 
the court “for which I provided the theme, a rep-
resentation of [...] Jesus Christ ordering that trib-
ute be paid to Caesar, and God be given what is 
God’s,”38 a subject that he considered to be “more 
in accordance with Her Majesty’s high dignity.”39 
João de Almeida’s choice reinforces this more secular 
approach, even in the context of religious painting.
Apart from the students’ concern to follow the 
suggestions received and to adapt to the tastes of 
their patrons, the meaning of the words exchanged 
is important: Divine or profane? To God and to Caesar... 
the language illustrates the openness between 
patrons and artists and the dynamics for change in 
the monotonous national market. This transition 
was supported by the better informed nobility con-
nected to diplomacy and reflects the evolution of the 
Portuguese students while in Rome. Although reli-
gious themes still predominated, there was openness 
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not lay down their arms until they are revenged on the cruel invaders of 
their country, and on the perfidious enemy of the human race.54
The painting attests Portuense’s adoption of the nationalist trend. 
However, it had been preceded by other historical paintings depicting 
English themes, indicating that he adapted his patriotic sentiment to 
the art market of the host nation, which demonstrates his cosmopolitan 
flexibility.
Although its anti-Napoleonic connotation has been mentioned 
before,55 The Oath of Viriato surpasses Sequeira’s Miracle of Ourique by 
leaving out the religious content and expressing secular nationalism, a 
trend confirmed in his studies for the engravings of the planned edition 
of Os Lusíadas. 
The works of the two artists after returning to Lisbon consolidate 
this nationalization of themes in historical painting. Sequeira insisted, 
among other patriotic themes, in painting topics related to King Afonso 
Henriques. There are known studies for two works, Legend of the Birth of 
D. Afonso Henriques and Baptism of D. Afonso Henriques,56 respectively, for 
the new Ajuda Royal Palace. Vieira Portuense, in turn, produced other 
works of strong patriotic sentiment such as D. Filipa de Vilhena arming 
her sons as knights, an episode of the Restoration of Independence after 
the Iberian Union period (1580–1640).
The turbulent environment and the threat of war following the 
Napoleonic expansion explain the rapid progress of nationalist ideas 
in the arts. This discourse was also present within the Portuguese 
royal household, as attested by the images used to decorate the royal 
palaces, from Mafra to Ajuda, inspired by the great deeds of the 
sixteenth-century maritime discoveries and dramatic moments of 
mediaeval history.
Negotiations with sculptor Antonio Canova to carve a monument 
representing the Genius of National Independence, carried out before 
the departure of the Portuguese Court to Brazil as a result of the first 
French invasion in late 1807,57 confirm the atmosphere in Lisbon at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. In the (re)construction of a 
national feeling, compelling speeches seeking to establish an inspiring 
pantheon of heroes and ideals came to the fore. Afonso Henriques, 
Viriato, or the protagonists of the maritime deeds, like Vasco da Gama, 
were a source of inspiration. In general, the evocations recalled the cre-
ativity of the epic poem Os Lusíadas by Camões, a poet who became 
a main reference as a symbol of the nation in the Romantic period.58
Vieira did not witness the peninsular wars or the outbreak of 
Liberalism, dying prematurely (Funchal, 1805). Sequeira, on the con-
trary, lived those moments with intensity, exposing himself to the ideo-
logical turbulence of the period.59 After portraying Napoleon’s general 
Junot protecting Lisbon during the French occupation (1807–1808), he 
was accused of Jacobinism and imprisoned for nine months. After his 
liberation he decided to come clean, becoming the most active artist in 
a careful religious tone, embracing innovation amidst the prevalent 
orthodoxy of religious art.47 The painting is about the miracle and not 
about the battle of Ourique, depicting the mythic moment before the 
fight. In the light of the very conservative reign of D. Maria I, the 
emergence of a providential nationalism combining patriotic feelings 
and religious obedience, transferring into art the most orthodox com-
ponent of the birth of the nation, is thus understandable. The cult of the 
first king of Portugal was not new and repeatedly practiced over centu-
ries, especially during the Restoration of Independence in 1640, along-
side successive efforts for his canonization, an old idea that still echoed 
in the eighteenth century.48 There were multiple initiatives proximal to 
Sequeira’s work, from the erection of a commemorative obelisk at the 
alleged site of the Battle of Ourique (1785)49 to the publication by the 
Oratorian Father António Pereira de Figueiredo: New Testimonies of the 
miraculous apparition of Christ our Lord to D. Afonso Henriques before the 
famous Battle of Ourique ... (1786),50 whose chronological proximity to 
the painting attest the updatedness of the topic.
It is worth examining the factors behind Sequeira’s start of histor-
ical painting in the context of the productions of his contemporaries 
in Rome, in an academic environment that may also explain his choice 
of genre and the nationalist theme of King Afonso’s heroism, ideals not 
disclosed in the correspondence of ambassadors and their officials. His 
relationship with other interlocutors, such as Manuel de Figueiredo 
(1725–1801), an official of the Secretariat of State and a representa-
tive playwright of the Portuguese neoclassical theatre and researcher of 
patriotic myths, should also be considered as an inspiring element in the 
progression of nationalism as a pictorial subject.51
Portuense, by then living in London, also confirmed this trend, and 
his production followed Sequeira’s choice. His intention had lain dormant 
at least since 1798, when he tried to get Sousa Coutinho’s support for an 
illustrated edition of Camões’s Lusíadas.52 He justified it with a patriotic 
manifesto, proposing “to make a worthy artwork that will honour both 
me and my country [...] a magnificent edition comprising the Nation’s 
most celebrated and honourable events in all 10 cantos.”
Portuense’s wish translated into a historical painting and in 1799 
he presented The Oath of Viriato at an exhibition at the London Royal 
Academy of Arts, which Francesco Bartolozzi engraved a year later. 
The painter mentioned the print in his correspondence “representing 
Viriato when he takes the oath to stand against the Romans,” claiming 
that it is “the first print about a Portuguese historical fact.”53 In the 
exhibition catalogue, The Oath of Viriato comes with an unusually long 
text explaining the moment:
Viriato, chief of the Lusitanian, exhorts his companions to take vengeance 
on the perfidy of Galba [...] and at the sight of the dead bodies of the 
men, women, and children swears, by putting his hand, and those of his 
companions, in the wounds of the virgins yet palpitating, that they will 
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the acclamation of the Anglo-Portuguese-Spanish alliance. In 1820 he 
joined the liberal revolution enthusiastically. His production since, with 
some works denoting strong ideological content, such as the paintings 
Allegory of the Constitution and the collective portrait of the members of 
parliament, makes him the artist of the regime. In the first work he exalts:
The Lusitanian greatness tearing the mask of despotism, hypocrisy, igno-
rance, and atrocity, etc., that oppressed the Nation [...] and which fell in 
the same abyss where despotism had shackled and oppressed virtue, the 
sciences, the arts, merit, and industry.60
Paris
During the 1823 counterrevolution, he emigrated, living in 
London and Paris and returning to Rome, where he died in 1837. In 
his family correspondence over this period, Sequeira assumed his ideo-
logical positioning permanently. Writing from Paris to his brother-in-
law João Baptista Verde, he tried to convince him to leave the country, 
criticizing the situation:
My dear brother, see in which hands our dear country has fallen, In 
Barbarian and most savage countries such bold procedures are not to be 
found [...], poor Portuguese and poor, poor slaves and the humblest of 
you who suffer although you can escape the clutches of such monsters, 
blessed be those who are free to live away from such sad life.61
The letter sent after the death of King João VI shows his enthusi-
asm with the end of censorship,62 and depicts the new political situation: 
“Now one is free to write, the bogeyman that scared even the more 
courageous is gone. Long live the Great Emperor and King of Portugal 
and the New Constitution and hail to the honourable Portuguese.”63
The correspondence of the two artists presents a clear picture of 
the ideological evolution underway in Portugal, the progressive secular-
ization of artistic production and the birth of a renewed patriotism and 
constitutional freedom. This situation is better understood if we con-
sider the additional information that the letters offer, particularly the 
context of their education in Rome and their relationship with patrons 
as part of the Ancien Régime’s traditional ties. The apparent contradiction 
of these two overlapping realities – the expression of the artist’s freedom 
and his submission to his patron – illustrates the transitional atmosphere 
of the period.
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18 Cfr. Costa, Documentos relativos aos alunos que de 
Portugal cit., doc. XXXIII: “Your Excellency must have 
156  Miguel figueira de faria
seen my copies, and please forgive me if they are not to 
your taste; and if you wish me to copy another original, 
you just have to let me know.”
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naturalisme et ténèbres,” in Rouge et Or, Trésors du Portugal 
baroque, V. Serrão, N. Garnot (eds.), exhibition catalogue 
(Paris, Musée Jacquemart-André), 2002, and L. M. 
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53 Cfr. Arquivo Histórico Biblioteca Nacional, 
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54 On this, see P. V. Gomes, Vieira Portuense, Edições 
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259–263.
55 Varela Gomese, Vieira Portuense cit., p. 72 and 
Vlachou, Patriotism, Painting and the Portuguese Empire cit., 
pp. 259–260. 
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